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Abstract 
The Line of Beauty, a 2004 Booker Prize winner by the British author Alan 
Hollinghurst, opens up a wide sight of 1980s Britain, encompassing both the city’s 
high life during Margaret Thatcher’s heyday and its covert sexual life, straight as well 
as gay. This thesis attempts to analyze irony and concealments of homosexuality in a 
homosexual’s Jamesian pursuit of Aestheticism. 
The thesis falls into four chapters. The first chapter focuses on homosexual 
Aestheticism in theory. In order to provide a theoretical basis of explaining 
homosexual Aesthetes’ situation of “in and out of the closet”, the study examines Eve 
Kosofsky Sedgwick’s theory of the gay closet, Victorian homosexual Aestheticism, 
including the Art for Art’s Sake movement, Charles Baudelaire’s decadence and Oscar 
Wilde’s dandyism, and Henry James’s relationship with Aestheticism and his aesthetic 
irony permeating the novel. The second chapter presents the twentieth century 
homosexual Aestheticism in English literature, and illustrates Hollinghurst’s 
reanimating and surpassing it at the turn of the century. The third chapter mainly deals 
with irony in the novel’s hero, Nick’s pursuit of the Jamesian Aestheticism. His 
emptiness, detached position and snobbery are all revealed from his appreciating of 
art and aristocratic life. The fourth chapter is devoted to Nick’s concealments and 
exposures as a closeted gay. His awkward “guest” status is interlaced with his many 
secrets and homosexual decadence. 
Through the close analysis of the novel, it can be seen that Hollinghurst tries to 
represent an even more decadent and ironic Thatcherite Britain, though from the 
perspective of a homosexual Aesthete. While challenging the heteronomative public’s 
capability of accepting homosexuality, the novel has received great achievements in 
the incisive irony and the complicated tensions involving in and out of the closet. 
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Introduction 
When The Line of Beauty, a gay theme novel, was honored with the Booker 
prize in 2004, its author, Alan Hollinghurst, was consequentially admired by the 
public. Alan Hollinghurst, an English novelist, was born on 26 May 1954, in Stroud, 
Gloucestershire, England. He studied English at Magdalen College, Oxford from 
1972 to 1979, graduating with BA in 1975 and Master of Letters in 1979 with a 
thesis on the works of three gay writers, Ronald Firbank, E.M. Forster and L.P. 
Hartley. In the late 1970s he became a lecturer at Magdalen, and then at Somerville 
College and Corpus Christi College, Oxford. In 1981 he moved on to lecture at 
University College London, and in 1982 he joined The Times Literary Supplement 
and was the paper’s deputy editor from 1989 to 1995. 
Hollinghurst is a promising modern novelist. In 1989, he won the Somerset 
Maugham Award for The Swimming Pool Library (1988). Five years later, he won 
the James Tait Black Memorial Prize for fiction with The Folding Star (1994). And 
then in 2004, he won the highest Booker prize in Britain for The Line of Beauty. It is 
said that Hollinghurst himself is a gay, thus to some degree, it makes sense to see 
that all his novels, the three mentioned plus The Spell (1998), are especially involved 
with homosexuality, exploring a century of gay experience and telling their stories 
from a gay perspective. The media were overwhelmed with the novel’s gayness: the 
Daily Express’s brief story bizarrely headlined “Booker Won by Gay Sex”, the Sun’s 
“Gay Book Wins”, etc. However, Hollinghurst doesn’t want the “gay writer” tag to 
be turned against him: “I want it to be part of the foundation of the books, which are 
actually about all sorts of other things as well – history, class, culture. There are all 
sorts of stuff going on. It’s not just, as you would think if you read the headlines in 
the newspapers, about gay sex” (Moss, 2004). To quote what Hollinghurst states, the 
novel concerns a wider range of social life. 
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grim reaping. Nicholas Guest, intellectual, gay and about to turn 21, has been invited 
to lodge in the West London mansion of Gerald Fedden, M.P., a promising man in 
the Thatcher government and the father of Nick’s Oxford friend Toby. As the boom 
years of the 1980’s unfurl, Nick becomes ever more deeply entwined with the 
romance of the Feddens and their luminous world of money and privilege – black-tie 
dinners in posh country homes, private music recitals and holidays in France. While 
through a black civil servant, Leo, he avidly discovers the pleasures of metropolitan 
gay life. His second love affair with the Fedden family-friend Wani Ouradi, 
“closeted cokehead” and son of a grocery-store magnate, has to be kept completely 
secret for a startling list of reasons: “He’s a millionaire, he’s Lebanese, he’s the only 
child, he’s engaged to be married, his father’s a psychopath” (Hollinghurst, 2004: 
345). The two major love affairs sit oddly with Nick’s status as a Fedden intimate, 
however, the relationship doesn’t mesh at all well with his Tory-centric life. Nick 
sees himself as a pure Aesthete, defined and justified by his superior responses to 
music, literature, architecture, and boys’ bodies. He is also objectively a snob and a 
parasite. The novel ends up with Nick’s being rejected from the Fedden household 
after Gerald’s financial scandal, Wani’s homosexuality and AIDS are reported in 
newspapers.  
Since the first gay movement, with the purpose of resisting persecution and 
discrimination and encouraging gay people to develop a pride in their sexual 
identities, broke out in New York in the very late 1960s, there has been a rapidly 
increasing number of gays and lesbians, along with their fiery fight against 
heterosexual authorities and their perseverance in competing for more human rights. 
The situation is the same in the 1980s Britain. As a writer of the time. It is 
understandable that Hollinghurst favours his writing from a gay’s viewpoint. 
Though the novel’s gayness obstructs the majority of the public’s view of more 
profound themes and motifs, its grandness is energetically discussed by critics, 
especially because of its status of a complex aesthetic historicist novel. Hollinghurst 
provides the reader with neo-Victorianism: he subtly reanimates the country house 
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translating the sexual identity politics and aesthetic hedonism of Walter Pater and 
Oscar Wilde’s late Victorian moment. However, he determines this aesthetic position 
as essentially ironic. The novel strongly suggests that Aestheticism and irony have 
no power to exculpate Nick’s involvement with the culture of Thatcherism. In this 
context the afterlife of Aestheticism appears as the lifestyle culture of postmodern 
capitalism. Hollinghurst appears to represent Nick Guest’s Aestheticism as an 
ideologically bankrupt appropriation of style as an end in itself. 
Furthermore, Nick’s gay identity is closely interwoven with his aesthetic 
experience. Like his identity as a guest, his constant status of being friendly detached 
makes him trapped in an awkward situation of staying in and coming out of the 
closet. His decadence and indulgence in cocaine and sex echo the aesthetic advocate, 
Oscar Wilde. Over the last 20 years, attitudes towards homosexuality have changed 
so much. Hollinghurst is the beneficiary of that change, as well as one of those who 
helped to achieve it. Writers, like Henry James, Nick’s self reflector, in the novel 
have to suppress their sexuality or encrypt it in their narratives. Hollinghurst went to 
the same college as Oscar Wilde, but he inhabits another world. To some degree, 
changed attitudes make it possible for the fame of the book. 
Throughout the twentieth century, homosexual writers experience a 
development of focusing their narratives on in-and-out of the closet, dramatizing 
homosexual themes directly or indirectly, and subordinating homosexual desires and 
interests to arguably more comprehensive political ideologies. Though 
homosexuality, as a hot topic, has been gradually discussed in an even broader sense, 
in literature, most writers are not willing to be identified as gay writers, solely 
concentrating on erotic homosexuality. As a result, many works concerning 
homosexuality do not attract critics’ interests at home and abroad. However, in 
overseas academia, there are still great research works in this area. Besides 
theoretical works by Judith Butler, Christine Koggel, and Nikki Sullivan, and 
historical presentations by Louis Crompton, researches on homosexuality have 
extended to art and politics. Due to the fact of its closeted situation, there are rare 
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Based on hot book reviews and the latest analyses on the novel’s broad 
portrayal of the 1980s Britain, this thesis focuses on analyzing the pursuit of beauty 
from aesthetic and gender studies perspectives. 
The main body of the thesis is composed of four chapters besides an 
introduction and a conclusion. Chapter One presents a theoretical background of 
homosexual Aestheticism. Based on an overwhelming social atmosphere of 
homophobia, the thesis introduces Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s theory of closeted 
homosexuality. In her book Epistemology of the Closet (1991), Sedgwick argues that 
the closet, the regime of “the open secret” of gay men, “is the defining structure for 
gay oppression in this century” (71). The metaphor of in-and-out of the closet, in fact, 
indicates gay men’s secrecy and disclosure. Then Victorian homosexual Aestheticism, 
including the art for art’s sake movement, Charles Baudelaire’s decadence, and 
Oscar Wilde’s dandyism, is presented in order to better illustrate Nick’s complicated 
motivations in his pursuit of lines of beauty. As a key figure in the novel, Henry 
James’s relationship with homosexual aestheticism and his aesthetic irony which 
permeates the novel are also analyzed. Chapter Two introduces the twentieth century 
homosexual Aestheticism in English literature, specifically presenting the changing 
attitudes towards it. Alan Hollinghurst, a writer of keen sense, sets homosexuality as 
one of the major themes of his novels; while in the mean time, he reanimates 
Victorian Aestheticism, extending his presentation to the sphere of politics. Chapter 
Three mainly deals with irony in Nick’s pursuit of beauty. His identity of being an 
Aesthete functions as a mask that conceals his emptiness, detached position and 
snobbery in appreciating art and aristocratic life. Chapter Four is devoted to Nick’s 
concealments and exposures as a closeted gay. His awkward “guest” status is 
interlaced with his many secrets and homosexual decadence.  
Hollinghurst aims to present a neo-Victorian Thatcherite Britain, where gay 
studies as well as gay activities have already become more popular and tolerable. 
The ending of the novel leaves the reader a big question: whether Nick has AIDS or 
not? The author does not provide any clear opinions on the destiny of gays. Though 
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Aesthete, Nick’s complex living condition, his ironic aesthetic appreciation and the 
dilemma he falls in, the thesis tries to prove that the greatest achievement of the 
novel lies in the combinative perspective of Aestheticism and homosexuality and the 
incisive irony. Such greatness has guaranteed its status as the first Booker Prize 
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Chapter One  Homosexual Aestheticism in Theory 
1.1  Homophobia 
The term gay was originally used to refer to feelings of being “carefree”, 
“happy”, or “bright and showy”, it had also come to acquire some connotations of 
“immorality"”. From the mid-20th century on, the term came to be used in reference 
to homosexuality. In modern English, gay has come to be used as an adjective, and 
occasionally as a noun, which refers to the people, practices, and culture associated 
with homosexuality. By the end of the 20th century the word gay was recommended 
by major style guides to describe people attracted to members of the same sex. 
Gay theories originate not in academic institutions, but in the radical 
movements of the 1960s. The birth of the Gay Liberation Movement can be traced to 
the Stonewall Riot in New York in 1969 when occupants of a gay bar resisted a 
police raid. The event had a radicalizing effect on Homosexual Rights groups 
throughout the United States and Europe.  
Gay Liberation in the 1970s had two main goals: to resist persecution and 
discrimination against a sexual minority, and to encourage gay people themselves to 
develop a pride in their sexual identities. The movement utilized two main strategies: 
“consciousness-raising”, borrowed from black and women’s movements, and 
“coming out” – publicly affirming gay identity – which is unique to gay 
communities whose oppression partly lies in their social invisibility. Gay Liberation 
activists saw themselves as part of a more general move towards the liberation of 
sexual attitudes in the 1960s, but in particular challenged the homophobic prejudices 
and repressive character of mainstream heterosexual society.  
“Homophobia” refers to institutionalized discrimination (discrimination that is 
built into a culture’s laws and customs) against gay people. Gay activists have 
employed the term “heterosexism” to refer to the prevailing social organization of 
sexuality which privileges and mandates heterosexuality so as to invalidate and 
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